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although at least 40% of all young people in South africa drop out of school, there is no 

national task force focused on addressing this crisis. The vision of the Zero dropout campaign 

is to halve the rate of school dropout by 2030 – which requires a collaborative effort targeting 

a range of actions that can prevent and intervene in school dropout. Towards this end, the Zero 

Dropout Campaign pursues four strategies to ensure school dropout is firmly on the national 

agenda with a clear pathway for significant change:

1 / driving a powerful public advocacy agenda focused on mobilising a range of

 actors to take action on school dropout;

2 / developing an accelerated learning programme focused on the rapid catch-up of

 skills that enable reading for meaning to address underlying learning backlogs

 that contribute to learner dropout; 

3 / Supporting the development and mobilisation of a network of schools

 committed to Zero dropout; and

4 / Piloting innovative approaches to reducing dropout and learning from the

 implementation experience.

We believe that a co-ordinated response to school dropout must begin with accurate data 

tracking of individual learners, together with evidence-based interventions aimed at reducing 

learner risk and increasing learner engagement to prevent school dropout.

the campaign 
against
school dropout
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“School is important to me because when I finish 
school, I can get a job, and have my own things and 

not be dependent on other people. I want to be a 
pilot. What I love about being a pilot is travelling 

and seeing many different countries.”

Qhayiya* (17)

grade 9 learner

gonubie, east London
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he reality is, due to the state of 

education in our country, much 

of this potential is squandered each 

year. The work of the Zero Dropout 

Campaign shows that an alarmingly high 

proportion of learners drift away from school 

over the course of their school careers, with 

four out of 10 learners ultimately dropping out 

without any certification on which to build a post-

school pathway. This is the result of gradual alienation 

and disengagement, a growing sense of exclusion, and a 

withering of hope. and the consequences for these learners 

– but also our country – are dire. 

In fact, few challenges are more urgent in South africa than 

school dropout. The consequences of the loss of nearly half 

of our young people who start their schooling journey will 

undermine the urgent tasks of building a just and inclusive 

society, where everyone is able to contribute to the 

development of our economic, social and political systems; 

as well as family and community wellbeing. 

While dropout is often seen to be an individual failure or 

weakness, the scale of dropout is so significant in South 

africa that we have to ask: What is happening – in society 

and in our education sector – to drive this phenomenon 

so systemically? Do these drivers affect some more than 

others – and do they intersect with our national fault lines 

of class, race, gender and rurality? 

Based on thorough research, the Zero Dropout Campaign 

is making visible both the causes and the pervasiveness 

of dropout in the country. The campaign is proposing 

interventions that all schools can adopt to minimise the 

risk of disengagement and eventual dropout by learners, 

foreword

t

mary metcalfe

CeO, PILO

The Preamble to our constitution states that we, the people of South africa, 

will work together to create a society in which we ‘free the potential of each 

person’. it positions the collective potential and capabilities of our citizens as 

a critical resource to the success in the developmental challenges we face.
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the onslaught of the 

covid-19 pandemic, which 

has placed even more 

learners at risk of dropout, 

has made the need for the 

Zero dropout campaign 

more urgent than ever 

before. 



and advocating for policy interventions at the national and 

provincial level to stem the tide of learners’ lost potential 

each year.

The onslaught of the Covid-19 pandemic, which has placed 

even more learners at risk of dropout, has made the need for 

the Zero Dropout Campaign more urgent than ever before. 

For instance, grade 9 and 10 learners – a precarious age 

of early adolescence – lost approximately 40% of the days 

in their school calendar year; even when they were able to 

return to school, many could only do so on alternate days 

(or weeks) as schools sought to accommodate learners 

within physical distancing requirements. The Department 

of Basic education has indeed expressed concern at poor 

attendance rates post-lockdown and sounded alarm bells of 

increased dropout moving forward.

In what is sure to be an ongoing period of uncertainty 

for both learners, and the country at large, we need all 

stakeholders to work together to make schools places in 

which learners feel safe, welcomed, and supported to learn 

and catch up. We need to be even more vigilant in identifying 

learners who are at risk. now, more than ever, is the moment 

to ensure all our learners are able to leave school with 

the necessary credentials in hand to declare they have 

succeeded and met a minimum standard of performance in 

their school years. young people deserve to leave school 

with a sense of achievement and their self-esteem intact, so 

that they are able move forward into a range of pathways 

and feel they have a contribution to make. The Zero Dropout 

Campaign’s rigour, advocacy, ideas and engagement with a 

range of stakeholders has the power to do just this, and alter 

the trajectory of young people by ensuring we ‘free their 

potential’ – not just to improve outcomes for each individual 

learner, but for the development of our nation as a whole.  

“Matric is important because, firstly, 
I want to be an architect as I have a 
passion for drawing. And secondly, 
I want to look after my family one 
day, especially my mother. She’s a 
nurse in town and a single parent –

I owe her a lot.”

edwin (18)  

grade 12 learner

Prince albert, Western Cape
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lmost all South african children 

enrol in school, setting out on a 

journey that is intended to develop 

their social, emotional, cognitive, and 

academic abilities – and eventually lead them 

to a matric qualification. But the path from 

starting grade 1 to ultimately completing grade 

12 is paved with obstacles. Four out of 10 learners 

who start school will drop out before reaching matric.1 

It can be challenging to land on two feet, stay on track, and 

finish the course. Disruptions at home, at school, and in the 

neighbourhood, can unsteady learners2,3 – some get stuck, 

some fall behind, and some fall through the cracks entirely. 

In 2020, Covid-19 school closures, together with the 

economic effects of the pandemic, both widened and 

deepened the cracks learners must traverse on the path 

to school completion. gaps in learning have multiplied;4,5 

divides between well-resourced and lesser-resourced 

schools have expanded; and instability in many homes has 

worsened.6 Learners who were already on shaky ground 

are now at even greater risk of school dropout. During the 

mandatory Covid-19 school closures, many lost not only a 

physical space for learning, but also an essential source of 

support, socialisation and nourishment.

The Zero Dropout Campaign aims to halve the rate of school 

dropout by 2030, through advocacy that promotes data-

driven approaches to track, monitor and prevent dropout, 

and that strengthens psychosocial support systems at 

schools. The Covid-19 pandemic has increased the urgency 

of this work and the call for a sustained, national response to 

school dropout.   

The reality is that school dropout affects us all. among the 

3.4 million South african youth who are not in education, 

training or employment, the vast majority have also not 

completed grade 12.7 Leaving school without a matric 

qualification cuts young people off from many life chances – 

the chance to participate, to learn, to earn, and to contribute 

to social and economic life.8 These are the chances on which 

our country’s future depends. 

This publication looks at how Covid-19 has intensified 

learners’ vulnerabilities to dropout in South africa. But, it 

is also about how we can recover, strengthen and build 

resilience in our schooling system, so that young people are 

able to stay in school and succeed. This means bridging the 

gaps, strengthening the foundations, and guiding young 

people back on course – so that more learners are steadied 

and supported on their way to school completion.

Covid-19 has led to lockdowns and school closures across 

the world. This has had consequences for individual learners, 

their families, as well as the broader schooling system. Some 

of these effects will be short-term, while others will stretch 

far into the future – compounding and intensifying the 

disruptions that lead to dropout. 

The infographic on the next page is adapted from a similar 

graphic developed by the World Bank, as a means to reflect 

and prepare for both the short- and long-term shocks to 

education experienced worldwide due to the pandemic. Of 

course, this is not the first time that a health crisis has led 

to school closures. For example, there are lessons we can 

draw from how other african countries made their schooling 

systems more resilient during the ebola outbreak in West 

africa between 2014 and 2016; and how this later informed 

their Covid-19 response. Further examples are included in 

the infographic.

One of the expected long-term effects of Covid-19 

disruptions to education is an increase in school dropout 

worldwide. This is of deep concern in South africa, where 

rates of dropout are already high. In this publication, we 

explore the many disruptions that cause South african 

learners to drop out of school, and how these have 

intensified as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic.

eXecutive
summary

a
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covid-19 disruptions 
to education:
a global picture

remote learning is often

more accessible to teachers 

than learners. Drawing lessons 

from the Ebola crisis, some 

rwandan organisations

offered digital mentorship 

for teachers during covid-19 

school closures.

after Ebola, Sierra Leone 

developed and implemented 

an accelerated curriculum, 

which was rolled out to all 

teachers and designed to

help learners catch up.

In the Democratic republic 

of congo, school leaders 

and teachers were trained in 

‘psychosocial first aid’, offering 

practical care and support 

to those in Ebola quarantine, 

while connecting people to 

information and services.

During Ebola crisis points, 

learning often went 

unmonitored. In hindsight, 

West african countries learned 

that it was essential to track 

progress in key areas like 

literacy and numeracy. This 

allowed them to assess who 

was being reached through 

distance learning, and who

was not, so that interventions 

could be adapted to reach 

more learners.

SOURCeS: Disruptions graphic, adapted from: World Bank group. 2020. ‘figure 1.1 Shocks to Education,’
in The covid-19 pandemic: Shocks to Education and policy responses. available at: https://openknowledge.worldbank.
org/handle/10986/33696. Ebola Lessons drawn from a series by global partnership for Education. 2020.
available at: https://www.globalpartnership.org/blog/4-lessons-evaluations-education-response-ebola.

LeSSonS FRom The 
eBoLa ePidemic

costs to 
learning

• Learning slows or stops

• Prior learning is lost

• Learning inequality widens

• Connection to learning 

breaks down

!

• Learners’ nutrition 

worsens (little or no 

access to school meals)

• Learners’ mental health 

declines (isolation, 

confinement, anxiety, less 

psychosocial support)

costs to 
wellbeing !

school 
closures

• School dropout rises

• Social unrest increases

• Inequality, poverty, and 

unemployment deepen

• Human capital declines

!
long-term 

costs

• Reduced government 

funding for education

• Support for educators is 

reduced

• Plans to ‘recover’ 

and ‘rebuild’ are not 

implemented 

• Quality of teaching declines

pushing 
learners
out of
school

!

• Household investment in 

education declines

• Pressure for learners to 

earn an income rises

• Risk of learner pregnancy, 

exploitation and abuse is 

heightened

• Child hunger deepens

• Learners’ caregiving 

burden increases

pulling 
learners
out of
school

!

economic 
distress
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gLOSSaRy OF TeRMS

aggRegaTe daTa

Information or data that has been collected from multiple 

sources and/or on multiple measures, variables or individuals, 

and then compiled into summaries – typically for the 

purposes of public reporting or statistical analysis.

cohoRT

a group of learners who work through a curriculum together; 

for example, a group of learners who begin grade 1 in the 

same year and finish school together in Grade 12, would be 

part of the same cohort. 

FuRTheR educaTion and TRaining (FeT)

The band or level of education in the nQF that comprises 

grades 10, 11 and 12; some occupation-orientated and 

technical education and training offered at TveT colleges is 

also included in this band. 

naTionaL QuaLiFicaTionS FRameWoRk (nQF)

This integrated framework serves to award registered 

learners with national accreditation based on their skills 

and knowledge. The nQF is made up of 10 levels that fall 

within 3 bands: the general education and Training (geT), 

the Further education and Training (FeT) band and Higher 

education. a matric, or qualifications of a similar level, are 

classed as nQF4. 

naTionaL maTRic PaSS RaTe

The percentage of learners who sit the matric exam and 

pass – including grade repeaters but excluding those who 

drop out. 

TRue maTRic PaSS RaTe

The percentage of learners from the original grade 1 cohort 

who sit and pass matric 12 years later. 

PoLicy on PRogReSSion

a learner may only be retained once in the FeT phase in 

order to prevent the learner from spending more than 

four years in a phase. This implies that a learner who fails 

a grade for the second time cannot be retained in the 

grade, but must be allowed to progress to the next grade. 

However, such a learner at the end of grade 12, must satisfy 

all the requirements of the nSC in order to be awarded the 

matric certificate.

QuinTiLe

South african schools are divided into quintiles based on 

the socio-economic profile of the community in which they 

are located. Quintile 1 schools are located in the poorest 

communities, while Quintile 5 schools are in the wealthiest. 

Funding allocations differ across quintiles. Learners in 

Quintiles 1-3 do not have to pay school fees.

SchooL dRoPouT

also known as early ‘withdrawal’ or ‘attrition’, dropout 

is leaving the schooling system without obtaining a 

minimum credential. a learner in South africa is therefore 

considered to have dropped out if they leave school 

before they obtain a national Senior Certificate (nSC) in 

grade 12 or equivalent certificate such as the nC(v) or 

nQF Level 4 (from a post-schooling education and training 

institution). 



aCROnyMS

cap

dBe

ddd

ecd

ee

fet

gec

kdg

lurits

lsa

mdo

naccw

nids-cram

nQf

nQf4

ppe

sa-sams

srh

tvet

Community action Partnership

Department of Basic education

Data Driven Districts

early Childhood Development

equal education

Further education and Training

General Education Certificate

Khula Development group

Learner Unit Record Information and Tracking System

Learner Support agent

Masibumbane Development Organisation

national association of Child Care Workers

national Income Dynamics Survey – Coronavirus Rapid Mobile 

National Qualifications Framework

National Qualifications Framework Level 4

Personal Protective equipment

South african School administration and Management System

Sexual and Reproductive Health

Technical and vocational education and Training 

school completion vs. school dropout

The word ‘dropout’ often calls up images of lazy, irresponsible teens, who aren’t in 

school because of their own poor choices. But this is usually not the case. Because 

‘dropout’ carries this stigma, some who work in this field prefer the term ‘school 

completion’. In this publication, we have chosen to stick with ‘dropout’ because it 

demands sharper, clearer action. as a society, we should expect Zero dropout!
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dropout:
a collective 
problem
young people who drop out 
of school find it much harder 
to Build secure futures for 
themselves – and the country.

Leaving school before grade 12 puts young people on a much shakier 

path to secure livelihoods, while also cutting them off from important 

forms of social and economic participation. Since South africa’s 

future depends on our youth, this means the impact of school dropout 

goes far beyond individual learners. dropout prevents young people 

from reaching their full potential, reinforcing cycles of poverty and 

inequality that prevent us from moving forward as a nation.

This section demonstrates the ripple effects of school dropout, both 

for individual learners, and for South africa as a whole. it also tackles 

some of the major misconceptions about school dropout, which often 

get in the way of an urgent and sustained dropout prevention plan.

1
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the long-
term effects 
of school 
dropout
leaving school Before 
grade 12 limits young 
people’s chances for:

Without a matric certificate (or NQF49 equivalent), 

young people generally cannot access tertiary education, 

which is their most likely route to employment and 

higher income. Completing grade 9 is enough to enter 

a Technical vocational education and Training (TveT) 

college, complete an NQF4 qualification, and then pursue 

a tertiary education (nQF levels 5-7). yet, only 1% of 

learners who drop out of school before matric hold a 

non-school certificate or diploma, issued, for instance, 

by a TveT college.10 This is partly because TveT colleges 

are more likely to select grade 12 graduates who, in 

their view, stand a greater chance of graduating. On 

average, TveT colleges receive about half the number 

of enrolments as public universities.11 But, the evidence is 

clear: any post-school qualification significantly improves 

young people’s job prospects.12

further 
education
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“I am more ambitious, making sure 
I pass my studies. I want to go to 
college. I want to come back and 

plaster and paint the house, put in a 
plasma TV. I want to get my own car.” 

owami (15) 

grade 10 learner

Mid Illovo, KwaZulu-natal

not only are young people without a matric less likely to be 

employed than their peers who have completed school, they 

also remain jobless for longer,13 which can lead to depression 

and demotivation.14 While the figures differ, research suggests 

that a young person with a matric certificate is 4-9% more 

likely to find a job,15 even without further education. 

When it facilitates entrance to a post-school qualification, a 

matric certificate becomes even more powerful. Any post-

school qualification, including a diploma, dramatically improves 

young people’s employment chances (by a further 17%).16

During the Covid-19 lockdown, having a tertiary education 

was also found to be protective against job losses. Those 

with a matric certificate or less experienced a 23% decrease 

in employment between February and april 2020, while 

employment among those with tertiary qualifications dropped 

by 10%.17 although there was some recovery in employment 

between april and June 2020, those with less than a matric 

qualification were least likely to experience this ‘bounce back.’18

employment
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“My motivation [to stay in school] is 
my home. I want to change it. Without 

education, I know there is nothing I 
can do that will bring me money.” 

nozipho (17)

grade 12 learner

Impendle, KwaZulu-natal

16

a growing body of international research shows 

that young people who do not complete secondary 

education experience higher levels of poverty, ill-health 

(both mental and physical), and substance abuse, as 

well as longer-term dependence on social assistance. 

In South africa, a long, unsuccessful job search – which 

those without a matric are more likely to experience 

– has been shown to negatively affect young people’s 

mental health and subjective wellbeing, while also 

increasing their reliance on social grants.26

long-term 
wellBeing

Without a matric, young people are not only 

more likely to be jobless, but also to remain 

jobless for longer.19 The jobs they do find are 

also more likely to be insecure.20

Worldwide, there is strong evidence to show 

that the longer a person stays in education, the 

higher their expected earnings.21 In South africa, 

education has the biggest effect on young 

people’s earning potential from the completion 

of matric onwards.22 While the findings are 

mixed and a few years old, studies suggest that 

those with (only) a matric qualification can earn 

about 40% more than those without.23,24

During lockdown, those without a matric 

qualification made up a higher proportion 

of people who had their salaries reduced 

compared to those with a matric certificate 

or post-school degree. Twenty-five percent 

(25%) of those with less than a matric had their 

salaries reduced during lockdown.25

JoB security and 
higher income



“I want to finish school because I 
want to help my parents – especially 
their financial situation. And I want 

to stand on my own two feet. I want to 
make a success of my life.” 

Jurandra (17)  

grade 12 learner

Prince albert, Western Cape

The quality and length of a young person’s education 

has a direct impact on their social and economic future. 

after 26 years of democracy, poor-quality education 

traps young people in cycles of poverty and retraces 

apartheid inequalities. In South africa, a young person’s 

journey through education is still very much shaped 

by ‘where they are born, how wealthy they are and the 

colour of their skin.’27 Poor schooling means that, no 

matter how motivated or talented children are, most will 

inherit the social position of their parents.28 We must 

work to change this. Keeping children in school and 

supporting them to succeed helps to break this cycle.

The effects of Covid-19 school closures, coupled with the 

economic impacts of lockdown, have not been evenly 

distributed; in actual fact, Covid-19 has widened existing 

inequalities. Those who were already disadvantaged 

– including women, informal workers, vulnerable 

households, and youth – have suffered most.29 They 

have borne the brunt of job losses and hunger; and are 

far more likely to be detached from learning or labour 

market opportunities. 

social
Justice
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#1dropping out of school 
is not aBout laZiness

or poor choices. 

Very often, the factors pushing and pulling learners out of 

school are beyond their control. Poverty and inequality are 

still the strongest underlying causes of dropout. Learners 

with poorer access to resources, support networks, and 

opportunity are both more likely to experience disruptions 

to their education, and less likely to withstand them.

This means that for some children, the odds of completing 

school are stacked against them long before they enter 

a classroom. as they make their journey through school, 

many learners have to contend with homes, classrooms, or 

neighbourhoods that are unsafe, unsupportive, and under-

resourced. despite what many people may think, young 

people who drop out of school have often been very 

committed to their education, and end up

leaving after years of struggle.

fact
checK
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“I have friends who have already dropped out 
of school. One of them left school because her 
parents got divorced. She doesn’t even live at 

home anymore. I think it’s a sad thing. She 
has nothing to do with why her parents got 

divorced. Because she’s dropped out of school, 
she won’t be able to find a job and will always 

be dependent on people. Most of my friends 
like school and are serious about it.”

lihle* (16)

grade 7 learner

Duncan village in east London, eastern Cape

19

SCHOOL DROPOUT / 2020* name has been changed



#2school dropout 
is not a once-

off event.

dropout is a process through which young people become 

increasingly detached from their education over time. Throughout 

their schooling journey, learners often face multiple disruptions to 

their education. Some go without textbooks; others without teachers. 

Some have to take care of sick relatives; others must take care 

of smaller children and siblings. Some will stay home because of 

transport strikes; others because of community violence. For many 

learners, the journey to school completion is long and full of tricky 

obstacles, which makes it all the more difficult to stay on course.

gaps in foundational learning can catch up to learners in later 

grades. in South africa, eight out of 10 grade 4 learners cannot

read for meaning in any language.30 By the time they reach grade 9,

two out of three cannot do basic calculations, match tables to bar 

graphs, or read a simple line graph.31 Without the foundational skills 

to grasp the curriculum, many learners get lost, long before reaching 

matric. Those learners that make it to their final three years of 

schooling have often endured years of struggling to catch up with 

their peers; more than half have repeated at least one grade.32

fact
checK
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“I just felt like I went through a lot and then 
there came a point where I felt like school isn’t 
for me. In the area I live in, struggle is a usual 
thing and especially in my circumstance: I don’t 
have parents. My father died last year, and my 
mother when I was 10. I was young. Last year 
was the worst year ever. I thought perhaps I 
should rather leave [school] and go work. It’ll be 
better. Then I can take care of myself. At school 
there’s no income and all you get is knowledge. 
It does pay at the end of the day but there is no 
guarantee that the schoolwork is going to bring 
anything. So I thought about dropping out. I 
was at that point. But then I thought to myself: 
if I drop out, what is lying ahead for me? There 
is nothing… If I want to get ahead I have to stay 
in school; I have to go beyond my boundaries. 
Dropping out is like asking for your aim not to 
be reached. And at the end of the day, it will be 
so much more difficult.” 

zubaidah (17)

grade 12 learner

Manenberg, Western Cape
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#3
grade repetition is one of 
the Biggest predictors of 

dropout. however, whether 
or not a learner repeats 

often has little to do with 
their academic readiness.

once they reach high school, the number of learners repeating grades 

more than doubles,33 making them more vulnerable to dropout.34 This 

is typically because gaps in foundational learning often catch up with 

learners in later grades.35 But it also raises concerns that some schools 

might be purposively holding back learners who are unlikely to pass 

the matric exam so as to meet their pass rate targets. 

To prevent learners from repeating the same grades multiple times, 

the department of Basic education (dBe) introduced a progression 

policy that only allows learners to repeat once within each phase of 

their schooling (Foundation Phase, intermediate Phase, Senior Phase, 

and FeT). This means some learners are progressed – even if they don’t 

meet the academic standards to pass the grade.36 

Whether it’s holding back learners to protect pass rates, or pushing 

them through to meet policy requirements, decisions about learners’ 

grade repetition sadly often have little to do with supporting learners or 

helping them to catch up academically. covid-19 school closures have 

resulted in many more learners falling behind because of learning losses, 

placing them at even greater risk of grade repetition and dropout. 

fact
checK
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“I failed Grade 3 and Grade 4. I felt sad 
because my peers went to the next grade and 

I stayed behind. But I kept pushing. I want to 
study mechanical engineering at university. 

I will be the first person in my family to go to 
university. That keeps me motivated. There 

is nothing that, I think, will stop me from 
getting to university. Even if I only finish 

school when I’m 21, I would still go.” 

 dumo* (18) 

grade 9 learner

gompo in east London,

eastern Cape
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#4if you want a
Quality JoB, education

still matters.

While South africa is seeing a worrying rise in unemployment 

among people with tertiary education, young people’s quality 

and length of education is still a crucial factor in determining 

whether they find work. By the third quarter of 2020, South 

africa’s national unemployment rate was 31%.37 a post-school 

education greatly reduces rates of joblessness: the rate of 

unemployment was 8.9% among university graduates, and 20.7% 

for those with other tertiary qualifications.38 access to tertiary 

education requires a matric certificate (or NQF4 equivalent). 

fact
checK
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“It was a hard decision to stop studying, because I love 
studying and wanted to be a doctor. You don’t find a job 

without Grade 12. I dropped out because of my situation – not 
because I wanted to drop out. At that time, I didn’t have food 
and a place to stay. Even today, I want to go back to school. 

But if I went back to school now, I’d feel too old in the class.” 

anele* (21)

Left school in grade 8

gompo in east London, eastern Cape
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#5

#6

there is no 
national response 

to dropout.

the scale and complexity 
of school dropout can feel 

insurmountaBle. evidence 
shows, however, that there are 
simple interventions that work. 

South Africa needs a unified national response to school 

dropout, with carefully targeted plans and policies. We still 

have not seen a comprehensive, multi-stakeholder response 

from national government. given the covid-19 school closures, 

coupled with the economic shocks of lockdown, are expected 

to worsen school dropout, this call could not be more urgent. 

We need a sustainable education recovery plan noW.

We must change the perception that school dropout is normal or 

inevitable by showing that there are real ways to prevent it and turn 

the situation around. For example: a) having just one caring adult 

to support a learner through school dramatically improves their 

chances of finishing matric;39,40,41 b) tracking learner attendance, 

behaviour and academic performance can signal at-risk learners and 

trigger the right support at the right time;42 c) ensuring foundational 

literacy and numeracy can set learners up for academic success. 

fact
checK
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“Focusing on school has freed 
me inside. School helps me to be 
focused and not get distracted.”

milani* (17)

grade 9 learner

gonubie, east London
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harlem
hopscotch 

maja angelou 

One foot down, then hop! It’s hot.
Good things for the ones that’s got.

Another jump, now to the left.
Everybody for hisself.

In the air, now both feet down.
Since you black, don’t stick around.

Food is gone, the rent is due,
Curse and cry and then jump two.

All the people out of work,
Hold for three, then twist and jerk.
Cross the line, they count you out.
That’s what hopping’s all about.

Both feet flat, the game is done.
They think I lost. I think I won.

28
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covid-19 
and the 
‘hopscotch’ 
to school 
completion
hopscotch as a metaphor for 
the school Journey

hopscotch is one of the oldest, most universal children’s games and 

has many variations around the world. in South africa, it goes by 

many names, including: Blokke, eensbeentjie, uguni, haasie, Bhoriki, 

klippie and u-qxa. The basis of the game of hopscotch is a pathway of 

numbered blocks. While the pathway may seem straightforward, players 

are presented with obstacles along the way, requiring them to hop on 

one leg, jump large gaps, or begin again. This is not unlike the school 

journey from grades 1 to 12 – particularly for South african learners, 

who must face many obstacles on the road to school completion. 

often, the odds are stacked against them from the start. The realities of 

covid-19 have widened the gaps that learners must overcome on their 

pathway through school. But there are ways we can support them to 

gain a foothold, withstand disruptions, and stay on course. 

2



many learners face ongoing disruptions to their education 

– at school, at home, and in their neighbourhoods. covid-19 

school closures, together with the economic shocks of 

lockdown, have worsened the impact of these disruptions. 

now, learners whose ‘hopscotch’ to school completion was 

already unsteady must jump even greater obstacles

t the end of 2019, South africa’s Department of 

Basic education was celebrating. eighty-one percent 

(81%) of learners who wrote the national matric exams 

had passed.43 But this upbeat response to the end-of-year 

results masked a much harsher reality: four out of 10 learners 

who started school 12 years earlier had likely dropped out before 

even reaching matric.44 When 2019’s matric results were released, 

few could have predicted the new disruptions and challenges that 

2020 would bring. 

For many South african learners, crisis is nothing new. School closures, 

absent teachers, crumbling infrastructure, and struggles to catch up 

to the curriculum have kept them from schooling before. However, 

Covid-19 has deepened the cracks in our schooling system and further 

unsteadied learners’ already challenging journey to completing matric. 

So what does a ‘new normal’ mean for South africa’s schooling system, 

when the ‘old normal’ was already governed by frequent disruptions to 

learners?

now, more than ever, we must build resilience in our schooling system, 

by strengthening networks of support around learners. as learners 

continue their ‘hopscotch’ to school completion, we must find ways to 

bridge the gaps and steady the journey, so that young people stay in, 

and succeed at, school.
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Too many young people in South africa live in challenging 

households where they don’t get the emotional care they 

need to support their education. There are many reasons 

why parents or caregivers might not be available to support 

their children’s education. Some may work long hours or 

away from home; some may not have completed schooling 

themselves; some may be ill; and some may have died.

32
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history of migrant labour, urbanisation and 

deepening unemployment have meant that many 

South african homes are fragmented or stretched 

across urban and rural residences. as caregiving needs 

within households shift, and adults change or lose jobs, 

children may move between homes, too.  

South africa also has a heavy ‘quadruple burden’ of illness: 

communicable diseases like HIv/aIDS and TB; high maternal and child 

mortality; non-communicable diseases, including hypertension, diabetes 

and mental illness; as well as violent injury. Illness or death in the family 

can put immense strain on young people. Illness may mean added 

caregiving responsibilities for young people. If family members die, 

the burden of grief may be compounded by the loss of a breadwinner 

or primary caregiver. Some young people may find themselves under 

pressure to earn an income, or have to move homes and schools. This 

disruption in their schooling can cause them to fall behind. 

Households with chronically ill members are especially vulnerable to 

Covid-19. not only does Covid-19 place those with co-morbidities at 

greater risk of illness or death, chronically-ill household members are 

also more likely to stay home from work (or school) to avoid health risks.  

Under Covid-19 lockdown, with schools closed for most learners 

and early Childhood Development (eCD) centres unavailable, those 

caregivers lucky enough to return to their jobs often had to leave their 

children at home. Some learners had to look after their younger siblings. 

These caregiving responsibilities make it difficult for young people to 

stay connected to learning. 

Learners from poorer households are often 

at greater risk of dropout. These families 

are less likely to be able to afford the added 

costs of schooling, like transport, textbooks, 

or uniforms.45 They are also less resilient to 

household shocks like death, illness, or loss 

of income. Learners from these homes are 

therefore at higher risk of dropout. 

a“This is the second primary school 
I’ve attended. I had to change 

schools in Grade 3 because I lost 
my mother. I went to live with my 
grandmother. There was no-one 

pushing me to do my homework or 
motivating me. I failed Grade 4. 

Then I moved in with my aunt and 
she encouraged me to go to school. 

My school marks improved.”

lihle* (16)  

grade 7 learner

Duncan village in east London, 

eastern Cape

“I didn’t like missing school during 
lockdown. I was scared of getting 
sick and dying. I was distracted 
by house chores and didn’t have 

time to focus on my books. I prefer 
schoolwork to housework. When I’m 

at school, I’m more focused.” 
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The economic shocks of the Covid-19 lockdown have further amplified 

the troubles of vulnerable households. Many households have lost 

income: according to nIDS-CRaM Wave 1, one in three people who had 

an income before lockdown started, had lost it by april 2020.46 also in 

april, half of households reported running out of money to buy food. 

and with schools closed, many learners lost access to free school meals. 

By July 2020, one in seven households were reporting that a child had 

gone hungry in the previous week.47 In the same month, the courts 

ordered that the DBe provide food to learners, re-instituting the national 

School nutrition Programme, on which nine million learners depend. 

after 20 years of improvement in reducing child hunger, Covid-19 has 

undone this progress.48 Hunger and malnutrition make it very difficult 

for young people to learn. as a result of prolonged undernutrition, 

over a quarter (27%) of South African children under the age of five 

are stunted.49 The risk of stunting has been amplified by the pandemic 

as Covid-19 deepens hunger. Children who are stunted experience 

cognitive difficulties50 and are less likely to finish school.51 as they reach 

adulthood, they earn 20% less (on average) than their peers,52 and are 

also more likely to live in poverty.53

Households that are food insecure are in urgent need of support. yet 

only 30% of those who lost their jobs in april 2020 reported receiving 

any form of household-level grant protection in May and June 2020.54

Lessons from past health crises, like Ebola, teach us that confinement, 

mixed with intensified financial pressures, can worsen stress, tension and 

conflict in homes.55 Household financial stress, and emotional exhaustion 

of caregivers, can have severe mental health consequences for learners. 

Recent research on the effects of lockdowns, 

school closures and natural disasters shows 

an increase in rates of substance abuse, 

fear, loneliness, domestic violence and child 

abuse.56,57,58 after schools were closed for 

a month in hubei, china, due to covid-19, 

nearly a quarter of children in grades 2-6 

reported symptoms of depression.59  

“I am an only child. I live with my 
mom. I lost my father when I was 10 

and I was heartbroken. My father 
motivated me to like school, get an 

education and go to university.”

dumo* (18)  

grade 9 learner

gompo in east London, 

eastern Cape
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“I feel like pregnancy here is the one thing 
that causes dropout. This year, almost 
in every grade, more than one girl is 

pregnant. They are still here, but they are 
not going to finish the year. Some say they 
are going to come back. But most won’t. 
Is their house situation stable enough? 
They’ll need to work to make money.” 

zubaidah (17) 

grade 12 learner

Manenberg, Western Cape

Previous public health crises also suggest that young women may 

be especially vulnerable to the effects of lockdown. During the ebola 

crisis in Sierra Leone, adolescent pregnancy increased by up to 65% in 

some areas, and in neighbourhoods hardest hit by the epidemic, girls 

often left school because of the weight of domestic responsibilities, 

or pregnancy.60 While figures vary across research papers61,62 the 

most recent research suggests that, before Covid-19, about 33% of 

school dropout among young women in South africa was related to 

pregnancy.63

Learners who are also young mothers might struggle to catch up after 

time spent away from school. after returning to school, many also face 

stigma from peers, teachers, family, and community members, which 

impacts their schooling and ability to access care.64

as the research on learner pregnancy shows, disruptions that lead to 

dropout can be gender specific. While girls are at risk of unplanned 

pregnancies, and carry greater domestic and caregiving responsibilities, 

particularly during school closures, boys are almost twice as likely to 

repeat grades.65 When boys drop out, it is more often because they feel 

disconnected from schooling. This disconnection may have deepened 

with extended school closures.66

“It has affected me badly. Yoh, I can’t 
think straight. It’s so lonely, you feel 

like you’re losing your mind.”

owami (15)

grade 10 learner

Mid Illovo, KwaZulu-natal
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supporting
household 
resilience

Meanwhile, the national School nutrition Programme must continue to run for all learners, regardless of whether they are 

physically attending school. Human rights lawyer, Sasha Stevenson, who defended learners’ access to school meals in the 

gauteng High Court, described the hardships faced by families when the nutrition programme was suspended: “The families 

we spoke to talk about their children going hungry and lacking energy, families fighting over food, children finding work to 

support their families. Learners who returned to school and were being fed described their guilt at receiving a meal when their 

siblings remained at home and hungry.”67

While sustaining the national School nutrition Programme, we must also work to widen access to nutrition for learners who 

live far from school grounds, or who cannot reach school safely – especially during times of remote learning. 

Finally, to support households we must also champion primary caregivers. Over the course of the Covid-19 lockdown, some 

learners have reported that they have appreciated having more quality time with their caregivers. Some remarked that alcohol 

restrictions created more peaceful home environments.68 Women and children are at particular risk of alcohol-associated 

violence or emotional harms.69

Caregivers need our support, particularly in times of economic and emotional distress. By building strong referral networks, 

we can link caregivers to the professional and social services that they need. Schools should also think creatively about how 

to keep caregivers connected to their child’s schooling journey, especially during periods of school closure. Some might use 

virtual caregiver support groups, or connect individual caregivers with a school-elected mentor. 

In order to alleviate child hunger and lessen the financial pressure on homes, 

we must sustain and broaden access to the (increased) child support grant, 

and ensure grant increases are awarded per child rather than per caregiver 

(as has been the standard). This added support is necessary if we want to 

buffer the severe economic effects of the covid-19 lockdown and protect 

already-vulnerable households from deep poverty. access to grants, like 

the covid-19 special relief grant, should also be improved and extended. 

The ability of many South african learners to stay in, and succeed at school, 

depends on them having a minimal level of social protection.
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Anele’s*

story

y name is Anele. I dropped out of school after Grade 8. Today, I’m 21 years old and 
live in Gompo in the Eastern Cape. 

I went to different schools during my primary school education. At first, I was staying with 
my aunt, but then she took me to live with my grandparents. That’s why I changed schools. 

I didn’t have a good relationship with my grandfather. He was always complaining about me, 
saying I wasn’t listening. After some time, they sent me to my mother. But my mother didn’t treat me 

well, so instead, I went to live with my father. I lived with him for 18 months. That shack was unsafe. It 
was not good for people to stay there. There was only a bed – no food or anything; no electricity. Nothing. 
He didn’t have work. He would go out and find a job and come back with R50 or R30 to buy bread 
or something to eat. I didn’t have toiletries. I didn’t have food. No-one was helping me. I was 15. I was 
coming to school with an empty stomach. I applied for a social grant, but it was hard for me to fetch it 
because I had to borrow transport money and travel to collect the grant from my aunt. 

I failed Grade 7 twice. After that, I went to live with my grandmother and eventually passed Grade 7. 
But I couldn’t stay with her very long. So, I came back here, to Gompo, to do Grade 8. During that time, 
I stayed with my boyfriend at his home. It wasn’t my intention to stay with him, but I was desperate to 
finish high school. It was like I was selling my body, because I had nowhere else to go. He was beating 
me, and doing anything he wanted, just because he knew that I didn’t have anyone else. He was giving 
me a place to stay and food; he was helping me with my school things. When I needed files or a uniform, 
he bought them for me. 

I fell pregnant. Although I didn’t want a baby, my boyfriend did. We started fighting and I went back 
to my father’s shack. Eventually, I dropped out of school because I had to find a job. I had to work, so 
I could eat and do things for myself. My boyfriend said I could stay with him again. I was ashamed of 
myself to come to school pregnant because all the teachers knew me, and they liked me. 

It was a hard decision to stop studying, because I love studying and wanted to be a doctor. You don’t find 
a job without Grade 12. I dropped out because of my situation, not because I wanted to drop out. At that 
time, I didn’t have food or a place to stay. Even today, I want to go back to school. But if I went back to 
school now, I’d feel too old in the class.

anele’s story is a good example of how disruptions at home can push learners out of school. anele 

moved between different households. in some homes, she didn’t get the care she needed. at other 

times, her family struggled to afford school-related costs. To protect her safety and independence, and 

support her child, Anele eventually left school to earn an income. The fact that Anele finished primary 

school, struggling for three years to pass grade 7, is a testament to her perseverance and commitment. 

But, even with all her determination, anele couldn’t do it alone. Learners like anele should not be falling 

through the cracks. We need to stand alongside them, and offer wrap-around support, to steady their 

schooling journey.
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even before covid-19, about 135 000 learners were going 

untaught every day, because their teachers were absent.70 

Textbook shortages continued to be reported throughout the 

country.71 even with teachers and textbooks present, many 

learners lacked interest in the curriculum, or the literacy and 

numeracy skills to grasp it.
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Khanya’s
story

y name is Khanya. I’m 18 and in Grade 11. I live with my grandmother and 
two cousins in Umbumbulu, KwaZulu-Natal. My parents and siblings live in Port 

Shepstone, but I moved to Umbumbulu to look after my grandmother. 

Due to the virus, we Grade 11s have had limited time in the classroom. Since March 2020, 
we haven’t been learning. I guess this will cause a lot of damage, because we do want to 

succeed. It’s not been so good. Sitting at home doing nothing, you end up being discouraged and 
I’ve seen that maybe you end up doubting you will ever reach your goals.

During the short time that we returned to school, I was trying to adapt, trying to cover the time we lost. 
But now that school has closed again, I’m not sure whether I will be able to get back on track.

I don’t think I’m in danger of dropping out because I’m very perseverant and determined. When schools 
open again, I think I will work to my best ability to cover the whole time I lost. I will never drop out.

We tried to form a WhatsApp group, but it was not efficient because some of us don’t have cellphones. 
We only had one teacher on our group. He mostly assisted us with mathematics, but not with other 
subjects. Maybe if we had access to e-learning it wouldn’t be so bad. But being in a rural area like this 
one, sometimes there’s no network. Sometimes you don’t have enough data to learn online. These are 
the obstacles that prevent us from working at home. If we had equipment, like iPads, at least that could 
allow us all to be getting learning from our teachers; it’s no use to teach four people in a class who do 
have these things, while 80% of the class does not. I think if we were all of the same standard it would 
be possible for the teachers to communicate with us.

After matric, my goal is to become a medical doctor. I am working towards that goal. I want to help 
people in my area – even if I had to be a doctor here in Umbumbulu clinic.

Each and every one of us wants to make our families proud, wants to make our teachers proud – 
because they are also our parents. We especially want to make our principal proud.

I think that one thing I would share to my peers is that it is essential that we don’t lose focus in times 
like these. I think it’s very crucial that we, every day, recall our dreams; that every day we work very 
hard.
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ovid-19 school closures have only deepened 

these disruptions to teaching and learning. By 

7 august 2020, South african learners had lost 

between 25–57% of their ‘normal’ school days.72 In June 

2020, when schools reopened for grade 7 and 12 learners 

(before closing again in July), many teachers and learners 

remained absent – either because they were afraid of contracting 

Covid-19, or because they were in mandated isolation. attendance 

in open grades did not differ by economic status, although attendance 

in closed grades was far higher among the richest 10% of learners.73 This 

may be because private schools did not phase in the return to school, 

based on grades. 

For those learners who could not access the internet, it was impossible 

to continue learning from home, even when there were online resources 

available. In the 2018 general Household Survey, about 22% of 

households reported having a computer, with 10% reporting having an 

internet connection.74

The longer a child is away from the classroom and loses that important 

attachment to schooling, the less likely they are to return – especially 

if the connection was tenuous or strained to begin with. The number 

of school days lost is also not a good way of estimating the amount 

of learning lost, however. With so much time away from school, many 

learners may have forgotten what was learnt before the closures. Without 

proper catch-up plans, some researchers estimate that learning losses will 

c

“In most instances, educators were not able to 
effectively communicate with their learners or their 
caregivers due to a lack of reliable electronic devices 
and data in households. For the same reason, most 
caregivers were not able to access the online resources 
provided by the Department of Basic Education.”

Khula development group,

an implementing partner of the Zero Dropout 

Campaign in Paarl and Stellenbosch

nozipho (17) 

grade 12 learner

Impendle, KwaZulu-natal 

“It [lockdown] was very bad, 
because it is not easy to understand 

when there isn’t a teacher [around].”
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affect grade 12 results until 2022, or even as far as 2031.75 This, in turn, will 

affect post-school institutions, and ultimately, the country’s labour market. 

While children may not be most vulnerable to serious Covid-19 illness, 

they are likely to bear the brunt of the pandemic, bearing the costs of 

economic and educational disruption well into their futures. 

For much of 2020, children and young 

people were not able to see friends or 

family, and for the first five weeks of 

‘hard’ lockdown, they could not leave the 

house except for a medical appointment, 

or essential shopping. in the life-worlds 

of children, schools are not only spaces 

for learning; they are also spaces for 

socialisation, structure, enrichment, regular 

meals and social support. By being barred 

from school, many learners lost an important 

source of care, stimulation, and safety.  

For instance, a learner from KwaZulu-natal reported to one of our 

implementing partners that she missed playing sports. and a caregiver 

in the Western Cape said school activities had helped keep her son safe 

and out of trouble. These experiences signal the value of school beyond 

being simply a place of learning.

In addition to absent teachers and a lack of learning materials, South 

african learners also face a number of disruptions on a daily basis. For 

example, many schools are overcrowded and do not have proper access 

to water and sanitation.76 In 2020, a quarter of primary schools still 

did not have access to running water, and 21% did not have adequate 

toilets.77 Without access to sanitary pads, private cubicles, and proper 

running water, it is not uncommon for female learners to be absent from 

school during their menstrual cycles, causing them to fall behind or drop 

out of school entirely. 

“Right now, it will be very difficult 
to adapt, and to finish the whole 

syllabus. Some of us need more time 
to understand things.” 

Khanya (18) 

grade 11 learner

Umbumbulu, KwaZulu-natal
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“Lockdown has been extremely hard 
because every time the children 

come back it feels like you’re 
starting from scratch. The children 

don’t remember anything.”

Xoliswa adonis

grade 7 teacher

Duncan village in east London, 

eastern Cape

after two months of lockdown, when school was set to resume for 

grade 7 and 12 learners, more than 1 000 schools could not re-open 

as planned because they still did not have access to water, proper 

infrastructure, or safe sanitation facilities.78 In addition to being a basic 

requirement for hygiene during a pandemic, safety and sanitation are 

essential for basic dignity in the everyday life of learners.79

already, educational outcomes for South african learners are deeply 

unequal, and all too often determined by race. at the age of 30, more 

than 80% of Indian and white youth have a matric qualification or 

higher;80 only about half of black and coloured youth can say the same.81 

Meanwhile, grade 9 learners in the poorest 60% of schools are thought 

to be about five years behind their wealthier peers in terms of learning.82 

The learning losses experienced as a result of Covid-19 will only 

entrench these inequalities. The more crowded a school, for example, 

the less space there is for learners to “physically distance”, and the more 

school days are lost in an effort to keep learners apart.83 Learners in no-

fee schools are most likely to be cut off from learning resources and also 

least likely to receive psychosocial support.  

Because of the unequal circumstances of 

both homes and neighbourhoods, the extent 

of learning lost is likely to vary significantly 

both within and between schools. as more 

and more learners return to school, they will 

likely arrive with very different needs; some 

will be in a much better position to ‘catch 

up’ than others. one of the challenges for 

educators and policymakers is how to deal 

with diversity and inequality in classrooms, 

and to make sure all learners are supported 

to move forward according to their unique 

circumstances.

46



“My mother chased me away from home when I 
dropped out of school. I moved from my mother’s 
house to my grandmother’s house. I would spend 
the whole day smoking drugs. My friends who were 
still at school would visit. They were always asking 
me why I was not in school. They motivated me to 
go back to school.”

miKhulu* (19)

Returned to school after dropping out in grade 8

Mdantsane in east London

eastern Cape
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Xoliswa’s
story

y name is Xoliswa and I’m a Grade 7 teacher, living in Duncan Village in the 
Eastern Cape. 

During lockdown, I made some pamphlets for them [the learners]. I printed them and 
asked some of them to come to school for their pamphlets. When the schools opened, I 

found out they haven’t done anything with those pamphlets. It’s been very hard. Now that the 
children are back, they are not serious; they are not cooperating. You just see that they are not 

‘at’ school. They are here, but their minds are not here. I’m so worried because they have to pass. 

It’s a big responsibility to be a teacher. When you are a teacher, you are taking on many careers. 
You are also a parent, a nurse, a social worker and a psychologist.  

When a child drops out of school, I am traumatised. I wish I could take that child and help them to see 
the importance of being educated. I would like that child to know that life is a long span. You don’t just 
look in front of you. You must know that there is a long way to go in life. They don’t know that in the 
future they will be something. They must understand that what we are doing is because we love them. 
We have love for them. 
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building
resilient
schools

keeping learning alive and 
appropriate to local settings
and needs

even before Covid-19, South african learners were faced with 

multiple disruptions to their schooling – at home, at school, and in 

their neighbourhoods. and yet, we have little or no plans in place to 

safeguard young people’s learning in times of difficulty. If we don’t 

find creative ways to keep learners connected to their schooling, more 

young people will be at risk of dropout.  

Maintaining this connection to school – whether through peer chat 

groups, virtual mentorship, online games, or reading clubs – is critical 

to keeping learners engaged in their schooling community and 

learning.

as there are so many reasons why South african learners fall behind, 

we need to create ongoing systems to identify and fill learning gaps. 

This is especially important in the Foundation Phase of a learner’s 

education. In addition to accelerated learning programmes, it is critical 

that teachers are able to make the existing curriculum engaging and 

relevant. They need to be able to present content in a manner that 

nurtures a sense of imagination in learners, as well as the ability to 

think critically, be curious, and express their ideas.

So long as distance learning continues, we must also prioritise no-

tech and low-tech solutions to make sure that we are reaching all 

learners. all school curricula should also include violence prevention, 

psychosocial support, and emotional learning activities that will help us 

embed resilience within the crisis response and help lessen the impacts 

of disruptions. The support we offer learners must also be responsive 

to gender, and attuned to different needs and circumstances.

Schools offer learners multiple forms of care and support that go far beyond 

teaching and learning. Regardless of whether teaching is happening, schools 

should remain access points for meals, psychosocial support, and sexual and 

reproductive health (SRh) services.

“There is a WhatsApp group
here. They [the learners] can share 

information, so now even at their homes 
they have got schoolwork so they are 

not just sitting there.”

leonard dlamini

educator

Impendle, KwaZulu-natal
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are all learners registered with up-to-date contact 

information for both learners and their caregivers?

are we tracking academic performance, behaviour, and 

chronic absenteeism – at the individual learner level?

if learners are falling behind, do we have plans in place 

to bring them up to speed?

if learners are regularly absent from school, do we have 

ways of checking up on them?

are we connected to a network of psychosocial support 

services to whom we can refer learners and caregivers?

Are we finding ways to connect with learners’ 

caregivers? 

can we better support our educators? 

are we connected to other schools in our area, so that 

we can learn together, support one another, and share 

resources?

Questions schools
can asK themselves 

to boost resilience to 
school dropout
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create reliaBle
early warning systems

a growing body of research suggests that one of the best ways to 

prevent school dropout is through effective monitoring systems that 

not only track learner progress, but also alert education officials when 

learners are at risk of disengagement.84

now, more than ever, we need early Warning Systems to prevent 

school dropout. By tracking the academic performance, behavioural 

struggles, and chronic absenteeism of individual learners, we can get 

a better picture of their journey through school. This will signal when 

disruptions hit and ensure that we are able to design timely and well-

informed support programmes.

at present, South africa simply does not have the right types of 

datasets to measure and monitor school dropout properly. While 

there are several datasets tracking matric exam results, annual school 

surveys, and master school lists, this information is often only reported 

at the ‘aggregate’ (collective) level, not at the level of individual 

learners. Learner-level information could help flag which learners are 

most at risk of dropping out. government is currently introducing 

a learner-level data management system, but it remains unreliable 

because of poor data management at school level.  

Data collected at the right level, and the right time, is a tried-and-

tested practice for prevention of learner disengagement. 

In 2013, we saw the introduction of Data Driven Districts (DDD), a 

collaborative project between ngOs and government, which seeks 

to improve the collection and use of education data to help learners 

succeed. at the heart of the programme is the DDD Dashboard – a 

web-based tool that draws together and maps learner performance 

information. The dashboard provides a broad summary of learner 

performance, along with more detailed information for each learner, to 

help education officials make informed, evidence-based decisions.

The starting point for 

monitoring learners’ 

progress through school 

is having a standardised 

definition of dropout. 

School dropout can be 

defined in many different 

ways, and in South africa, 

these inconsistencies 

make it very difficult to 

get an accurate picture 

of dropout rates. it is 

important to be clear 

and precise about what 

is meant by dropout. 

otherwise, the number 

of school dropouts can 

be significantly under- or 

over-estimated.85

start by 
defining 
dropout!
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early warning 
systems
in practice

one of our implementing partners, masibumbane 

development organisation (mdo), uses and responds 

to data regularly as a way of identifying early signs 

of learner withdrawal, and to offer the right care at 

the right time. mdo’s check and connect mentors 

systematically monitor learners by checking their 

attendance, academic performance, and behaviour 

using school data. They then connect learners to the 

appropriate support services and resources. 

as another example, khula development group (kdg) 

hires dropout catchers who work with schools to 

monitor learner absenteeism. if a learner is regularly 

absent, dropout catchers follow up by visiting their 

homes and caregivers. These home visits help dropout 

catchers understand what might be pulling learners 

out of school. They can then work with caregivers to 

support and re-engage learners.

When schools are closed, or learners are away from 

school (due to co-morbidities, class staggering, or 

isolation, for example), we must find other ways to 

track their engagement, communication, and wellbeing. 

“The Check and Connect mentorship 
programme helps because some of them 

[the learners] come from parents who are 
demotivated. When the social worker is 
helping them you at least see the child is 

motivated. If I’m having a problem, I’ll ask 
the social worker to help. Then she would talk 
to them. Since she’s familiar to them, they will 
listen to her. She knows how to talk to them.” 

Xoliswa adonis

grade 7 teacher

Duncan village, eastern Cape

“We have a Check and Connect Mentor 
to look after the kids who are not well-
performing and have a capacity to drop 

out. As a result, most of those kids did get 
through to Grade 12. Without that support, 

they wouldn’t have achieved that.” 

ntombizoKe mamatu

Principal

Mdantsane, eastern Cape

“The low attendance rate, combined with the different 
models schools are applying to adhere to social distancing, 
means teachers aren’t keeping up with high-risk cases.
It feels like all learners became high-risk cases overnight, 
so our Early Warning Systems aren’t functioning.” 

community action partnership,

an implementing partner of the Zero Dropout 

Campaign in the Western Cape
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use recovery as an
opportunity for reform

While the pandemic has given us new reasons to be concerned about 

large class sizes, shoddy infrastructure, expensive internet data, and 

poor supply of learning materials, the reality is that these injustices 

have been disrupting and derailing young people’s education for 

decades. 

Reporting on the return to school following lockdown, some 

of our implementing partners said that learners and educators 

valued the smaller class sizes that some schools introduced as a 

Covid-19 prevention measure, as these created a better connection 

between teacher and learner. In fact, some schools said they hoped 

to continue this in future, perhaps with the innovation of mobile 

classrooms.

a post-Covid schooling system should not return to ‘normal’. The 

situation in many of our schools has not been normal for some time. 

This is an opportunity to build back better. 

“I was losing my mind at home. 
I wanted to be with teachers at 

school, and socialise with friends.”

owami (15)

grade 10 learner

Mid Illovo, KwaZulu-natal

Build Bridges Between schools 
and caregivers

Covid-19 has reminded us that if we want to keep young people 

connected to learning, what happens outside classrooms is as 

important as what happens inside. We must build bridges between 

schools and homes. 

There are many reasons why caregivers might find it difficult to 

engage with their children’s education; supporting them to do so can 

make all the difference for learners. Some schools hold caregivers’ 

workshops, either virtually or physically. Caregivers can also benefit 

from mentorship and referrals to psychosocial support for themselves 

and their children. 

The Zero Dropout Campaign’s implementing partners noticed 

that many schools had no way of communicating with caregivers 

during lockdown, and that many caregivers were not receiving 

or collecting learning materials for their children. Some teachers 

accused caregivers of being uncaring. This reflected a breakdown 

in the caregiver-educator relationship, which is key to a child’s 

learning journey, and must be strengthened if we are to support 

learners through school. Knowing that caregivers needed support, 

our partners offered virtual mentorship, educational materials, and 

emotional support. 
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“As teachers, we have a lot of influence on kids.
We don’t just teach them the topic we are studying.

We teach them the ways of life. We are not only teachers 
in the class. We are teaching them all aspects of life.”

tamsanQa ngesi

Teacher

Mdantsane in east London,

eastern Cape
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covid-19 has brought severe disruptions to everyday life and 

livelihoods, putting society under immense psychological, 

social, and financial pressure. Existing social inequalities 

have widened, vulnerability has worsened, and pre-existing 

injustices are inflamed. Across the world, many are expecting 

the economic and psychosocial fallout of covid-19 to deepen 

social unrest.86
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disrupted 
neighbourhoods
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social
unrest

Community protest, teacher or transport strikes, and 

political demonstrations have kept South african 

learners from school before.87 It’s possible that 

these disruptions will become more frequent with 

the economic fallout of Covid-19. as unemployment 

levels continue to rise, learners, families, and whole 

communities may also lose faith in the value of school 

or the possibility of a meaningful, healthy livelihood. In 

some neighbourhoods, gangsterism, alcohol or drug-

use already pull learners out of school by offering 

alternative sources of belonging, self-worth and survival. 

This ‘pull’ may be amplified in a post-Covid world. 

gender
ineQuality

given that those who were already disadvantaged have been worst affected by Covid-19, the pandemic has further 

deepened inequality in South africa. Women in particular have been hardest hit by the economic shocks caused by Covid. 

Of the three million jobs that were lost between February and april 2020, women accounted for two million, even though 

they made up less than half of the workforce in February. almost half of women surveyed said they had worked fewer or 

no hours in april. among the disadvantaged groups that suffered the greatest job losses – including the less educated, 

the poor, black communities, and informal workers – women in these groups faced further job losses. Researchers have 

described this as a ‘double disadvantage’88 for women. Since women are largely the primary caregivers of children, shocks 

felt by women are also felt by learners.

In addition to the economic losses experienced by adult women, girl children are also thought to be particularly vulnerable 

under Covid-19 lockdown. as already discussed, Covid-19 school closures, together with economic pressures, put girls are 

at greater risk of dropout because they are more likely to take on domestic or childcare responsibilities, and are at greater 

risk of sexual exploitation and pregnancy. Unless we disrupt this trend, and support women and girls, Covid-19 is likely to 

deepen gender inequalities, and increase the risk that girl children do not return to school.

access to
health services

One in four participants in the nIDS-CRaM Wave 1 survey reported being unable to access medication, condoms, or 

contraception in the previous four weeks.89 Over the course of the lockdown, some clinics experienced temporary closures 

when staff tested positive for Covid-19. In other instances, the fear of contracting Covid-19 kept staff at home, and kept 

patients from seeking health services. The attention diverted to Covid-19 may also have disrupted other routine healthcare 

services. To add to this, those young people who once accessed condoms and contraceptives through schools were unable 

to do so while schools were closed. also important to consider, if chronically-ill relatives are not able to receive medicine 

and stay healthy, it may mean greater caregiving responsibilities for learners, or the potential loss of an important care 

provider.   

  

“My father caught me smoking weed once.
He wanted me to stop because he was once 

involved in drugs and drinking, and knows it isn’t 
good. He was worried that I’d drop out of school. 

Some of my friends have dropped out of school, but 
they are still too young to be out of school. Since
I stopped smoking my friends are mocking me.”

Qhayiya* (17)

grade 9 learner

east London, eastern Cape
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neighbourhood 
resilience
to prevent 
school dropout

Schools and families cannot tackle dropout alone. They need our 

support. in each of our neighbourhoods, we can play a role in supporting 

young people to complete their schooling. dropout is a collective 

problem. it needs a collective solution. 

We know that those learners who stay in school, despite difficult 

circumstances, often succeed because they have stable, positive, and 

supportive relationships with at least one key adult. This could be a 

caregiver or teacher, but it may also be a community member or mentor. 

For neighbourhoods to nurture, champion, and steady young people on 

their journey through school, they must also be equipped with strong 

support services and referral networks. This should include youth-

friendly health services, social workers, and counsellors. There should 

be places of safety and care for those who have survived, or feel at 

risk of, domestic and gender-based violence; and those struggling with 

their mental health. and learners at risk of dropout should be able to be 

identified and supported.
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in our efforts to strengthen neighbourhoods, our 
focus should be on keeping learners safe, tackling 
gender inequality, and building resilient webs of 
psychosocial support.



Amy-Lee’s*

story

real
life
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Amy-Lee’s*

story

y name is Amy-Lee. I’m from Grassy Park in the Western Cape and dropped out 
of school in Grade 10. I’m now 21 years old. 

The main reason I dropped out was that my mind wasn’t at school. My mind was at 
home with my friends, with the drink. It took my mind off school. My friends really put lots 

of pressure on me. I’d call them in the morning and say I was going to school, and they’d say I 
was boring. Come on, come on… And then I’d join the clique.

I stay with my mother. She was really upset. She couldn’t get over the fact that such a clever girl 
wanted to leave school. I’d worked really hard. She didn’t understand. But I went in another direction. 
My mind was made up.

I have so many regrets now. I know that if I’d stayed in school I’d be so far by now. 

I have a basic certificate for Home-Based Care. My uncle had a stroke and needed help. I helped my 
aunt and I liked it. She encouraged me to do the certificate. I was at my aunt and uncle’s home last 
year doing that when the gangs came and smashed the house completely. 

The gangsterism is so bad here. When I see them my heart stands still. I think back to that day they 
destroyed my aunt’s house. 

I want to do my matric but I’m nervous about going to the night school, because it’s so dangerous to 
get to and from it. I’m thinking of working out a lift club situation with a few friends who also want 
to do it, then maybe we can Uber and pool our money. If we go in a group, we can have our own 
matric ball!

amy-Lee’s story shows us how dangers and pressures in the neighbourhood can pull and keep 

young people out of school, even when they are very motivated to finish. At first, she was attracted 

to drinking and spending time with her friends. She wanted to be accepted as part of the group. 

eventually, she dropped out of school altogether. now, her plans to start night-school have been 

delayed because the neighbourhood is unsafe. amy-Lee is hoping that by building a network of 

motivated friends, they can complete their schooling together. She also now has her mother’s support 

to draw on.  
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covid-19 and 
disruptions 
to south 
african 
education:  
what does 
the data 
tell us?
as of 9 october 2020, the South african government reported that there 

were about 320 000 learners who, following covid-19 lockdown, could no 

longer be accounted for.90 Despite these estimates, it is in fact very difficult 

to give accurate measures of school dropout, because we do not have 

complete datasets at the learner-level. however, there are data we can use 

to improve our understanding of the disruptions that lead to dropout, and 

how these might have been deepened by covid-19 and lockdown. To do so, 

the Zero dropout campaign has drawn on two types of data.
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Both datasets tell us that ineQuaLiTy iS deePening 

with important implications for dropout. While there 

are some common challenges across the country, the 

varying circumstances of learners, households, and schools have 

also resulted in very different experiences over the course of 

2020. These differences map onto, and worsen, existing social 

inequalities, so that those learners, households, and schools that 

were already vulnerable are also worst affected by covid-19 and 

lockdown. if we want to lessen the impact of disruptions like 

covid-19, and reduce school dropout, we must build resilient 

support systems around learners. 

Qualitative
data

Collected by our implementing 

partners,91 through a combination 

of observational surveys and 

semi-structured interviews with 

learners, caregivers, and educators. 

Respondents spanned 22 schools 

across three provinces. 

strengths: provides detailed, 

first-hand accounts of the everyday 

experiences of learners, caregivers 

and educators.

weaknesses: The data are not 

representative of the national picture, 

and only reflect a snapshot of 

experiences taken at the time of the 

interview. 
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Quantitative
data

as it stands, there is no accurate and complete dataset tracking individual 

learners’ pathways through school. The recent institution of the Learner Unit 

Record Information and Tracking System (LURITS) tries to address this problem, 

but is still wrought with gaps and inaccuracies, because of problems with school-

level data management. To be able to identify and support at-risk learners, 

we need to strengthen our data! Our primary source of quantitative data to 

understand the impact of Covid-19 on learners is the nIDS-CRaM (Coronavirus 

Rapid Mobile Survey). Wave 1 data was collected from a broadly representative 

sample of 7 000 respondents, drawn from the national Income Dynamics Survey 

(nIDS). By Wave 2, 5 600 respondents remained in the study cohort, which was 

still deemed broadly representative. nIDS-CRaM also draws on Department of 

Basic education (DBe) monitoring data, collected from principals in 611 schools 

(excluding the Western Cape) between 1 and 10 July 2020.  

strengths: approximates the national picture and allows for comparison 

across Waves. 

weaknesses: Is less suited to illustrating the complexity and variety of 

covid-19 experiences, and cannot explain emerging trends. 



“I live with my great-grandmother 
and mother in one of the flats – 
along with a bunch of other people. 
Sometimes there is like seven or 
eight of us. So the small place is 
completely filled with people.
I have no space to myself.” 

leila* (19)

Left school in grade 10

Manenberg, Western Cape 
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We know that learners are at greater risk

of disengaging from school if:

• they have a heavy load of domestic and caregiving responsibilities

• they come from poorer and/or large households

• they often go hungry

• they have caregivers who are chronically ill

• they have suffered the loss of a breadwinner or primary caregiver.

disrupted
homes

covid-19, and locKdown, have 
deepened these disruptions by...

...adding To LeaRneRS’
caRegiVing ReSPonSiBiLiTieS.

      Some learners – particularly girls – reported being 

overburdened by chores during lockdown; others were 

caring for younger siblings.

...PuTTing ThoSe in cRoWded homeS
aT eVen gReaTeR diSadVanTage.

         Learners from homes that were busy and noisy 

had no alternative place to learn.

...deePening houSehoLd hungeR. 

     With caregivers having lost jobs and income, 

many learners in our qualitative study reported that 

there was less food at home.         One in two families 

surveyed by nIDS-CRaM ran out of money to

buy food in april 2020.

...PuTTing many caRegiVeRS
ouT oF WoRk and income.

             all of our implementing partners reported that there were 

learners at their schools whose caregivers had lost their jobs

and/or income.         NIDS-CRAM reported that, in the first month

of lockdown, three million people had lost their jobs. 

...deePening PSychoLogicaL diSTReSS
FoR LeaRneRS and caRegiVeRS.

       across all schools in our qualitative study, learners

reported feelings of worry, anxiety, and fear related to Covid-19.

Meanwhile, job losses among adults in nIDS-CRaM

were associated with increased depressive symptoms.

...cauSing houSehoLd iLLneSS
and (SomeTimeS) deaTh.

       Some participants in our qualitative study

reported that the death of a caregiver or relative

from Covid-19 had strained their household.
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“I wanted to help poor people during lockdown.
I spoke to my mother, and we took our savings and 
bought soup, rice and vegetables, and cooked for 
people who had nothing.”

milani* (17)

grade 9 learner

gonubie in east London,

eastern Cape
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We know that learners are at greater risk

of disengaging from school if:

• they do not have the resources they need to learn

• their classrooms are overcrowded

• their teachers are frequently absent

• they have fallen behind the curriculum

• they repeat grades

• they are chronically absent from school.

disrupted
schools

covid-19, and locKdown, have 
deepened these disruptions by...

...making iT haRdeR FoR LeaRneRS
To acceSS LeaRning ReSouRceS.

    across all schools in our qualitative study, there 

were learners without smartphones or data to continue 

learning from home. even in cases where hard-copy 

learning materials were available, some learners lived 

too far from school to collect these materials regularly. 

...LeaVing LeaRneRS FuRTheR Behind.

     The number of school days lost in 2020 ranged from 17% of school days for grade 12, to 43% for grades 5 and 8. Importantly, the 

amount of learning lost is not equivalent to the number of school days lost.         Many learners reported being unable to remember 

prior learning after long teaching gaps. attempts by teachers to ‘catch up learners’ by cramming content into short blocks was often 

experienced as overwhelming. Most learners in our qualitative study reported that, since March 2020, they had performed worse at 

school. Some worried this would impact their ability to pass their grade; others thought it would affect their university eligibility.

...WoRSening aTTendance.

    There is still no systematic and complete attendance data available from government, 

despite this being an important metric for learning losses.92 But the nIDS-CRaM survey 

provides some idea of school attendance. When schools reopened in July 2020, nIDS-

CRaM reported that most schools were experiencing between 10-25% absenteeism, as 

compared to the normal 2%. Thirty-five percent (35%) of parents reported that they were 

‘very worried’ about whether their children would return to school. among learners in 

the ‘closed’ grades, those in the wealthiest 10% of homes were three times more likely to 

attend school than those in the poorest 80% of households.93        after the reopening of 

schools, some learners did not return to school because they feared contracting Covid-19; 

they were queueing for Covid-19 relief grants; they had caregiving responsibilities at 

home; or they felt demotivated by the amount of school days lost. Some learners whose 

relatives had tested positive for Covid-19 reported being stigmatised by their peers. 

...making iT haRdeR FoR
LeaRneRS To acceSS 

TeacheRS.

    Learners without phones or data 

reported less engagement with 

teachers. Once schools reopened, many 

rotated attendance daily, weekly, or bi-

weekly, which meant less teaching time 

overall. at times, Covid-19 exposure, 

a positive Covid-19 test, or other 

comorbidities, meant teachers had to 

self-isolate. This left fewer teachers in 

classrooms, and a greater burden of 

work for those who remained.

...Widening The gaP BeTWeen
SchooLS and FamiLieS. 

Both caregivers and educators in our qualitative study 

complained about poor communication between schools and 

homes, which made it difficult for learning to continue. Some 

educators did not have updated contact details for caregivers; 

while some caregivers struggled with data and connectivity. 
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“During lockdown, I did a lot of studying,
trying to catch up because I knew the teachers 

wouldn’t be able to catch up with the work.
So, I pushed myself and studied.”

noluthando* (17)

Dropped out of school for a year and returned 

gonubie in east London,

eastern Cape
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We know that learners are at greater risk

of disengaging from school if:

• their journey from school is long and/or dangerous

• they are a target of peer pressure or gang recruitment.

disrupted
neighbourhoods

covid-19, and locKdown, have 
deepened these disruptions by...

...cuTTing LeaRneRS oFF FRom SchooL Which,
FoR Some, iS a PLace oF SaFeTy.

    In our qualitative study, some caregivers reported being concerned 

that their children were at greater risk of being drawn into gangsterism or 

negative peer pressure now that they were spending so much time at home. 

...making oTheR heaLTh 
SeRViceS, incLuding 

conTRacePTion and chRonic 
caRe, LeSS acceSSiBLe.

       nIDS-CRaM Wave 1 illustrated reduced 

access to these basic primary healthcare 

services.
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esearch on Socio-economic 

Policy – a research unit in 

the Department of economics at 

Stellenbosch University – undertakes 

quantitative analyses of important issues, 

such as dropout and repetition. We were 

commissioned by the Zero Dropout Campaign 

to conduct a two-part study on the impact of 

Covid-19 on schools by investigating dropout, repetition 

and enrolment, and the consequences thereof for the 

curriculum. 

For the first part of our study, we used LURITS datasets 

from the Department of Basic education to track learners 

from one year to the next. This gave us a good indication of 

the number of learners repeating grades. Unfortunately, the 

lack of unique identifiers for learners meant that they could 

not be tracked between schools. This means that if Learner 

a were in a particular school in 2018 and 2019, we could 

determine whether the learner had progressed or repeated 

a grade. However, if the learner left that school at the end 

of 2018, we are not able to say if they simply moved to 

another school (and progressed to the next grade or had to 

repeat a grade at their new school) or left the public school 

system altogether. Repetition estimates are, therefore, 

slight under-estimates, and dropout rates are difficult to 

determine.

Despite this, LURITS allowed us to form a clearer picture 

of learners’ journeys through the school system than we 

covid-19 and 
repetition

r

servaas van der berg

Professor of economics at the 

University of Stellenbosch

The past year will be remembered as the year of covid. For children, 

the pandemic brought with it lockdowns and school closures, and when 

schools reopened, most children could only attend on alternating days or 

weeks. as a result, far less teaching, and consequently, far less learning 

took place. There was also probably much forgetting. as the uS literature 

tells us: even long summer holidays cause a lot of learning loss or 

forgetting, especially for those from more disadvantaged backgrounds. 

as we enter a new year, we must think about what is happening in our 

schools, and what impact this will have on learner repetition and dropout 

– particularly in the context of an ongoing pandemic.
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were able to before. We found much higher repetition for 

boys than for girls in every school quintile and in all grades. 

Repetition is much lower in Quintile 4 and 5 schools, and in 

primary rather than secondary schools. It is especially high 

in grades 1, 4, 10 and 11. There are also large differences 

across provinces, with the repetition rate in the Western 

Cape peaking at 17% in grade 10; while on the other 

extreme, the rate in Limpopo is 39% in grade 10 and 30% in 

grade 11.

High repetition leads to many learners being over-aged for 

their grade, which increases their odds of dropping out. 

even in grade 7, the end of primary school, 36% of learners 

are already overaged; by grade 12, that proportion rises 

to 56%. More than one in five learners who reach matric 

are at least three years over-age, showing how common 

repetition is.

The upheaval of the Covid-19 pandemic has created 

uncertainty about how repetition policy will be applied 

going forward. Some indication has been given on the 

rules for promotion, but it is still not clear how parents and 

learners may respond to the uncertainty of the pandemic, 

the new repetition policy and poor job prospects.

 

If many more learners than usual were promoted to grades 

11 and 12 at the end of 2020, there will be important 

implications for how classrooms, books and teachers are 

assigned. Learners in all grades would also be academically 

further behind, compared to previous years. To add to 

this, depending on their socioeconomic background, some 

learners will have been more disrupted and experienced 

greater disadvantage than others. They will face even 

greater inequality in the classroom as teachers try to 

catch them up within circumstances that were already 

challenging prior to the pandemic.

While there may be many grey areas ahead, we know for 

certain that repetition is endemic in South africa, which in 

turn contributes to our dropout crisis.

the upheaval of the 

covid-19 pandemic has 

created uncertainty 

about how repetition 

policy will be applied 

going forward. 
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building
bacK better
how do our implementing 
partners innovate?

School closures not only disrupt learners’ educational 

journey; they also disrupt their social lives, their access 

to essential services (including school meals), and 

their connections to adult mentors and supporters.94 

When schools reopened in June 2020 for grades 7 

and 12 learners, our implementing partners continued 

to report very low attendance rates. at some schools, 

attendance was less than 20%. So how can we keep 

learners engaged with schooling, as well as the 

multifaceted forms of care that schools offer, during 

periods of prolonged crisis? 

each of the Zero dropout campaign’s implementing 

partners aims to prevent school dropout through 

mentoring, counselling, life skills, and referrals to state 

and professional services. They work with schools, 

learners, educators and community advocates to keep 

learners engaged in schooling. Faced with covid-19 

disruptions, our implementing partners have had to 

find even more creative ways to reach learners and 

keep them connected to school and learning.

“Haai, haai, haai. I am 
worried. Here in Grade 11,
if I can go there now and 

bring my register, the 
attendance is very poor. There 
are learners who did not even 

come on the opening.”

leonard dlamini

educator

Pietermaritzburg,

KwaZulu-natal
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community action
partnership (cap)
 
CaP’s Changemakers programme creates a network 

of support around learners to help them stay in 

school. They operate in Swellendam in the Western 

Cape, using community-based support teams to aid 

schools, teachers, and learners. During the Covid-19 

pandemic, CAP has had to be flexible, adapting to 

the most pressing needs of schools and learners. 

as much learning had to take place virtually, CaP 

re-directed parts of its implementation budget to 

providing data for grade 12 learners. They also printed 

online learning material and delivered it to learners 

in quarantine and isolation. With many learners no 

longer able to access the national School nutrition 

Programme, food parcels were delivered to homes. 

Once the Feeding Scheme reopened, CaP offered 

support in the form of packaging and PPe. Lastly, CaP 

recognised that lockdown was creating anxiety among 

teachers, learners and school leaders. In response, 

much of CaP’s work during this period was to provide 

emotional and moral support.  

khula development
group (kdg)

KDg’s mission is to reintegrate primary school 

children, who are at risk of dropping out, back into 

the school system. They work with 23 schools in 

Paarl and Stellenbosch, with a particular focus on 

vulnerable communities. When the Covid-19 lockdown 

was announced, KDg moved quickly to distribute 

worksheets, books, and learning materials during their 

regular home visits. Once lockdown restrictions began 

to ease, occupational therapists and social workers 

could join these visits. The purpose of the home visits 

has been to offer emotional support, demonstrate 

ways for learners to keep learning at home, and to 

raise awareness about Covid-19. KDg’s aim has been 

to keep learners engaged in their education, and 

connected to school life, by promoting a culture of 

learning at home.

D
R

O
P

O
U

T
 - a

 C
O

L
L

e
C

T
Iv

e
 P

R
O

B
L

e
M

            C
O

v
ID

-19
 a

n
D

 T
H

e
 H

O
P

S
C

O
T

H
C

H
 T

O
 S

C
H

O
O

L
 C

O
M

P
L

e
T

IO
n

            B
u

il
d

in
g

 B
a

c
k

 B
e

t
t

e
r

73

SCHOOL DROPOUT / 2020



masiBumBane development 
organisation (mdo)

MDO runs an evidence-based mentoring programme 

that seeks to reduce dropout by keeping learners 

engaged with schooling. Learners who show signs of 

school disengagement such as absenteeism, behaviour 

problems, skipping classes, and poor academic 

performance are referred to a Check and Connect 

Mentor assigned to the school. Parent meetings and 

workshops are also key to the MDO programme, 

encouraging caregivers’ involvement in their children’s 

schooling. When the Covid-19 lockdown saw schools 

close, MDO’s main focus switched to providing 

psychosocial support and ways of coping during the 

crisis. They also tracked the psychological, economic, 

and social impact of Covid-19 and lockdown so that 

they could be more responsive to learners’ needs.

national association of 
child care workers (naccw)

The naCCW aims to prevent dropout by providing 

school-based services to meet the complex needs 

of vulnerable adolescents in KwaZulu-natal. In their 

Isibindi ezikoleni model, child and youth care workers 

train and capacitate Learner Support agents (LSas). 

The LSas provide support to at-risk learners through 

mentorship programmes. Learners are enrolled in 

a mentorship programme if they have a history of 

absenteeism, show a lack of interest in school, and 

display antisocial behaviours. 

When faced with school closures, the naCCW had 

to adapt quickly – knowing that the risk of learners 

disengaging and dropping out would rise dramatically. 

and so they created a ‘virtual lifespace’, using 

Whatsapp texts, calls, videos, and voicenotes to offer 

psychosocial and educational support. Those without 

access to smartphones received phone calls. Through 

naCCW’s virtual programme, learners could play 

chess, join reading clubs, debate, participate in spelling 

bees, and receive curriculum support. at a time of 

great anxiety and uncertainty, they were offered some 

semblance of routine and connection to learning.

“After I had my daughter, the [MDO] Check and Connect Mentor helped me get back to school. She 
would call me almost every day and encourage me to come back to school. She would tell me to come 
back, change how I behave and focus on my studies so I can be somebody in the future. My mother 
looks after my daughter while I am at school now. Becoming a mother changed me because before I 
had a child, I was always in the street visiting friends. But now that I have a child I am always at 
home and I am focusing on my studies. Now that I’m back at school, my parents are very proud of me 
and encouraging me to stay at school and not drop out again. When I dropped out, they were very 
disappointed, but they kept on encouraging me to go back to school.” 

noluthando* (17) 

grade 8 learner 

(dropped out of 

school for a year)

east London,

eastern Cape 

74

* name has been changed



“NACCW has assisted me in many different ways, 
because in the programme we talk about different 
subjects or topics every day. So, even things I did 

not know or was not aware of, get exposed to me in 
this way. I get more daily information hearing the 

views of my peers, and the views of the elders. The 
NACCW group is very significant for young ones like 
me, because in our household we are living with the 
grandmother. She doesn’t know anything about the 
world – our new world. The programme keeps me 

informed, opens my eyes. It helps me even to cope with 
life. It helps with topics that are bothering the nation, 

like gender-based violence. We need to look at the 
things that lead to this kind of behaviour.”  

Khanya (18) 

grade 11 learner

Umbumbulu, KwaZulu-natal
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over the past few decades, many countries 

across the world have had to think about 

how to protect learning continuity in times 

of crisis – from Syria and afghanistan; to 

Somalia, the Philippines and Sri Lanka. 

unfortunately, when programmes to 

support learning have been trialled, their 

impact has often not been systematically 

monitored and evaluated. To keep learners 

in school amid difficult circumstances, 

we need to know what approaches work. 

This is yet another reason to keep quality, 

individual-level data on learners’ progress 

through school. here we look at what the 

Zero dropout campaign’s implementing 

partners have learnt so far while working 

on dropout prevention:

lessons on 
preparedness from 
our implementing 
partners

“The morale of educators and principals are at an all-time low and many of them are 
genuinely concerned about their health and safety, especially when the rest of the learners 
return. Although they are eager to teach again, the low attendance of learners and the fact 
that so many learners are already very far behind, has demotivated them considerably.” 

Khula development group (Kdg),

an implementing partner of the Zero Dropout Campaign in the Western Cape

“It has helped me because they 
[NACCW] create a space for us to be 
able to talk about things, even if they 
are topics that are sensitive or we feel 
uncomfortable talking about. Then 
they allow us the space that we can 
actually share and talk to them.” 

ntandoKazi (16)  

grade 11 learner

Impendle, KwaZulu-natal 
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emotional and social 
support is as important 
as educational support.

In fact, learning depends on the wellbeing of the 

learner. as part of the support offered to learners 

during lockdown, naCCW mentors facilitated 

a ‘daily feelings check-in’ to get a sense of how 

learners felt about the pandemic, lockdown 

restrictions, and returning to school. To keep 

learners interested, different check-in activities 

were used, asking learners to describe their 

feelings using lyrics from a song, the title of a 

book, story characters or emojis. 

supporting learners 
also means supporting 
parents and teachers.

Sometimes learning is disrupted because 

caregivers or teachers feel overwhelmed 

or under-supported. Keeping learners in 

schools means building networks of support 

around them. 

to meaningfully support 
learning and prevent 
school dropout, we need 
to Be aBle to identify, 
and adapt to, learners’ 
changing needs.

This means having monitoring systems in place 

that help educators stay connected to learners 

and their circumstances. Tracking learners over 

time will help us make sure that those at risk of 

dropout can get the support they need, when 

they need it. 

routine matters.

School is a place for learning, but it also offers 

learners a routine. Safeguarding routines, 

even when circumstances are difficult, can 

give learners a sense of stability, while 

also supporting their mental health and 

productivity. Keeping the basics of teaching 

and learning going, however possible, provides 

learners with a routine to rely on and keeps 

them connected to their education.
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a national 
action plan

Building resilience to 
prevent school dropout:

Connect households to the right forms

of psychosocial support, whether it be 

counselling, health services, social workers 

and mentors. This relies on strong referral 

networks that can be reliably activated

when needed.

Sustain and broaden access to the (increased) 

child support grant, and ensure these 

increases are per child rather than per 

caregiver (as has been the standard). There

is strong, long-standing evidence to show 

that access to the child support grant reduces 

child hunger and malnutrition, and alleviates 

household poverty; while also improving 

school attendance, and decreasing risky

 sexual behaviour.95 

support caregivers in their central role in 

children’s learning journey, while recognising 

that caregivers, too, are in need of support. 

Build meaningful connections 

between schools and households, starting

with a reliable means of contacting learners 

and caregivers.

make schools access points for essential services, like food, psychosocial 

support, and sexual and reproductive health services. This means ensuring that

the national School nutrition Programme keeps running for all learners, regardless

of whether they are physically attending school. 

connect learners – even if virtually – to offer one another social,

emotional and learning support.

ensure every learner has access to at least one caring adult to stand

alongside them in their journey through school; someone who is interested and 

engaged with the daily practicalities of schooling.96,97 This may be a caregiver,

teacher, mentor, or community volunteer. 

engage young people by seeking their input on school closures, distance learning, 

and the return to classrooms. Learners’ experiences and needs should inform how 

schools seek to recover learning and build resilience. 

meet learners at their level and respond to their needs. Where possible, plans 

to recover lost learning, through accelerated catch-up programmes, for example, 

should be tailored to learners’ needs, rather than their age or grade. Recovery 

plans may also require a special focus on young women, as well as flexible learning 

approaches that would allow pregnant learners or young mothers to re-enter 

schooling without falling too far behind.98

Offer support groups for teachers, even if these are virtual. 

Capacitate schools to collect and use data to prevent dropout.

This could include the wider roll-out of Data Driven Districts to support

evidence-based decisions and learner support. 

equip schools with the proper infrastructure to meet the minimum standards 

for healthy, safe learning environments. Well-run and maintained schools, in which 

young people feel safe to learn, greatly improve their chances of completing school – 

even when they come from challenging home environments. 

in
schools

in
households

78



in the
education system

make dropout reduction a key performance

indicator (kpi). Dropout prevention should be an explicit

goal of the schooling system, requiring schools to regularly

report on their levels of learner disengagement.

champion data and monitoring. We must maintain

detailed and up-to-date records of each learner’s academic results, 

behavioural changes, and chronic absenteeism. These indicators 

offer ways of tracking learner progress and engagement, and 

provide early signs of disruption to learners’ emotional, physical, 

or social wellbeing. Research shows that one of the best ways to 

prevent school dropout is through effective monitoring systems. 

To improve our monitoring systems, we must expedite the rewrite 

of the South african School and administration Management 

System (Sa-SaMS) and universalise the Learner Unit Record 

Information and Tracking System (LURITS), which tracks

individual learners. 

introduce early warning systems (ews) using robust, 

learner-level data. The eWS should signal when learners are at risk 

of dropout, triggering the right support at the right time. 

strengthen psychosocial support. early Warning Systems 

should trigger a strong referral network of psychosocial support 

services, targeted to the needs of learners and schools. This 

referral system would be further strengthened through inter-

sectoral collaboration between the Departments of Health,

Social Development and Basic education.

recover from, But do not replicate the past.

Pre-Covid schooling was already characterised by too little 

learning, high levels of inequality, and regular disruption.

now, more than ever, we need a national, comprehensive

response to school dropout that includes a national catch-up 

strategy attuned to the diverse needs of learners. 

in 
neighBourhoods

Provide uninterrupted access to condoms, 

contraceptives, and broader sexual and 

reproductive health (srh) services. When 

sexual and reproductive health services are in 

school, learners are more likely to access them.99 

Schools must remain access points for SRH support. 

Bolster puBlic safety and drug 

prevention programmes that will safeguard 

learners during their schooling journey. 

safeguard women as a way of safeguarding 

learners. In South africa, women are the main 

caregivers of children.100 They have also been most 

affected by the economic shocks of

Covid-19 lockdown.101
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conclusion

as they make their way through school, learners must contend with a host of disruptions 

to their education – at home, at school, and in their neighbourhoods. as in a game of 

hopscotch, finishing the course means overcoming obstacles and setbacks, often with 

unsteady footing. For most, the game feels rigged against them. 

covid-19 school closures, together with the economic shocks of lockdown, have 

amplified the disruptions that lead to dropout. When schools closed, many learners lost 

the connection not only to teaching and learning, but also to the social, nutritional and 

emotional safety nets that school can provide. Vulnerable households have come under 

deeper financial and emotional strain. In some cases, pressures to earn an income, care for 

relatives, or perform household chores have been displaced onto learners, making it more 

difficult for them to return to school. 

To buffer the impact of these disruptions, we must build resilient systems of support 

around learners – in homes, schools, communities, and the wider education system. With 

an urgent and sustained dropout prevention plan, we can work to bridge the gaps, light 

the path, and steady learners on their journey to school completion. 

when south african learners set out on 
their school Journey, the odds of them 
leaving with a matric certificate are 
roughly 40%; and only a small proportion 
of them will go to university, usually one 
or more years after matriculating.102

The covid-19 pandemic has deepened the vulnerability of already 

vulnerable learners, putting them at greater risk of dropout.

But it is not the first nor the last disruption they will face. 
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